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Struggling with chaotic mornings and stressful homework time? Discover
evidence-based occupational therapy strategies to improve routines and support
your child's independence.
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Key Takeaways

e Occupational Therapy (OT) strategies help children build structure,
improve transitions, and reduce stress during daily routines.

e Visual schedules, sensory support, and chunking tasks improve
compliance and independence.

e Customizing routines based on your child’s sensory and executive function
needs yields better outcomes.

e Consistency and patience are critical for routine success.

e Involving a licensed OT can provide tailored strategies.
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Why Routines Matter for Kids

Routine offers a sense of security and predictability, especially for children with
executive function challenges, autism spectrum disorder (ASD), or ADHD.
According to the American Occupational Therapy Association (AOTA), consistent
routines help children regulate emotions, understand expectations, and improve
task initiation (AOTA)

Occupational Therapy Basics for Daily Routines

Occupational therapists use a range of practical strategies to support children in
their daily activities. This may include visual schedules that help children
understand, track and anticipate upcoming tasks, as well as task chunking,
where larger or more complex activities are broken down into smaller and more
manageable steps. Therapists may also incorporate sensory regulation tools to
assist children with maintaining attention and feeling calm throughout their
routines. Positive reinforcement such as specific praise or small rewards is often
used to encourage participation and build confidence in new or developing skKills.

These methods are supported by peer-reviewed research in the American
Journal of Occupational Therapy (AJQOT).

OT Strategies for Smoother Mornings

Prep the Night Before

Preparing the night before can make mornings more predictable and less rushed.
Packing backpacks, organising lunches, and laying out clothes ahead of time
helps children feel ready for the day. You can also use a whiteboard or checklist


https://www.aota.org/
https://research.aota.org/ajot

to visually map out the morning plan, giving kids a clear sense of what to expect
and what needs to happen next.

Use a Sensory-Friendly Wake-Up Routine
Soft lighting, calming music and, for some children, the use of weighted blankets
can help create a more soothing start to the day. These gentle sensory supports

may reduce morning anxiety by making the environment feel quieter and more
predictable, as noted by the Sleep Foundation.

Break the Morning into Steps

Breaking the morning into clear, manageable steps can help children move
through the routine with confidence. A laminated checklist with simple prompts
like "Brush teeth,” “"Get dressed,” and “Eat breakfast” provides structure and
predictability. Using visual timers or sand timers can also support smoother
transitions by showing children how much time they have for each activity.

OT Morning Routine Checklist

1. Wake up with calming alarm
2. Bathroom routine

3. Get dressed (pre-laid clothes)
4. Eat breakfast

5. Pack bag

6. Shoes and coat

7. Out the door

OT Strategies for Homework Time

Set Up a Sensory-Friendly Workspace

Setting up a sensory-friendly workspace can help children stay focused and
comfortable during tasks. Choosing a consistent location with minimal



distractions provides a calm foundation for learning or daily activities. Some
children may also benefit from supports such as wiggle seats, weighted lap pads
or noise-cancelling headphones, which can help them regulate their sensory
needs, as noted by CHADD.org.

Use Timers and Breaks

Using timers and planned breaks can help children stay engaged without
becoming overwhelmed. Working in short intervals such as 15 minutes of focus
followed by a 5-minute movement break, similar to the Pomodoro method can
make tasks feel more achievable. Tools like the Time Timer app or simple
analogue timers also provide a clear visual cue for how much time is left,
supporting predictable routines and smoother transitions.

Break Tasks into Chunks

Breaking tasks into smaller chunks can make work feel more manageable for
children. For example, a worksheet can be divided into three sections so they
can focus on one part at a time. Offering praise after each segment helps
maintain motivation and reinforces their effort as they progress.

OT Tools to Support Focus

Occupational therapy tools can help children maintain focus during daily
activities or learning tasks. Items such as fidgets like stress balls or putty can
provide a calming outlet for excess energy. Noise machines may assist in
reducing background distractions, while visual aids and planners offer clear
structure and help children understand what to expect throughout their day.

Tailoring Strategies to Your Child

No two children are the same. A child with sensory seeking tendencies may need
movement before starting work, while another may need calming input. Consult
a licensed OT to build personalized strategies. You can find a qualified
professional via AOTA's OT Directory.



https://www.aota.org/

FAQ

Q: How can I make mornings easier for my child with ADHD?
A: Break tasks into small steps, use visual cues, and incorporate movement
breaks. Keep instructions short and offer encouragement.

Q: What are the best sensory tools for homework time?
A: Weighted lap pads, wobble cushions, and noise-canceling headphones work
well. Choose tools based on your child's sensory profile.

Q: Is occupational therapy only for children with diagnosed conditions?
A: No. OT can benefit any child struggling with routines, attention, or
transitions.

Q: What does a visual schedule look like?
A: It can be pictures, icons, or text showing each step in a daily routine. Many
are laminated and used with Velcro or magnets.
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